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PUBLIC OPINION UNHINGED:
ITALY AND THE EU
Since the shock of the 2016 referendum in the United
Kingdom on leaving the European Union (EU), a majority
of Europeans rediscovered their pro-EU sentiments.
Italians did not, however. During the 2010s, Italy swung
from being one of the most enthusiastically pro-EU
countries in the history of European integration to one
of the most skeptical. Today, it stands out as the only
EU country where fewer than half of the citizens say
they would vote to stay in the union.1 While it should
not be assumed that such low support for the EU would
translate into an eventual decision to leave the union
altogether, possibly due to the fact that Italians tend to
trust their national institutions even less than the EU,2 it
is a trend that requires urgent attention.
The impact of the 2008 financial crisis on Europe led
many Europeans to lose faith in their leaders’ ability to
manage the economy. Many recovered some of that
trust, but in Italy this has not been the case. In 2008 the
percentage of Italians who said they did not trust the EU
overtook that of those who said they did (see Figure 1).
For the past eight years, far more Italians have said they
do not trust the EU than those who do.
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Figure 1 | Italians’ trust in the EU

Source: Authors’ elaborations based on Eurobarometer Interactive, http://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/
Chart/index
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Figure 2 | Europeans’ trust in the EU

Source: Authors’ elaborations based on Eurobarometer Interactive, http://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/
Chart/index

This pattern is not unique. Figure 2 summarizes the
average historical pattern of trust in the EU across
member states. Trust in the EU in many European
countries faltered around the time of the eurozone
crisis and other crises of the past decade. Italy was
not alone in placing more trust in the EU than in its
national institutions and representatives, but only there
and in Greece did citizens go through such a dramatic
moodswing—and did not come back.3
What happened? This article traces the rise of
Euroskepticism in one of the founding members of the
EU, seeks explanations for such a tectonic change, and
considers the implications for the broader European
political landscape.
Euroskepticism in Italy grew alongside the rise of antiestablishment parties since the 1990s. It became
mainstream in the 2010s through successive events
that caused disenchantment with EU policy. The past
decade of crisis over the management of the eurozone
following the 2008 financial crisis, Russia’s resurgence,
economic recession, the influx of refugees in 2015-2016
and Brexit, has led to an “evaporation of solidarity”4
across the EU.
In Italy, the combination of long-term inability to deal
with economic and political reform and the immigration
challenge was explosive. The country, however, should
not be considered an outlier. Its unique history should
not overshadow the fact that Italy was in many respects
ahead of the curve with regard to the recent changes
in European politics. It can serve as a warning and a

lesson for the rest of Europe.

THE PAST AS A FARAWAY
COUNTRY
For decades, participation in European institutions
was of paramount importance for post-war Italy. This
helped the country gain international legitimacy after
fascism, anchored its democracy to stable regional
institutions, and boosted economic growth. From the
1970s, there was a broad cross-party consensus that
Italy not only belonged to the Euro-Atlantic structures of
the European Economic Community and NATO but was
also a committed and active member within them. This
embrace continued after the end of the Cold War and
the transformation of Italy’s political system, with the
country playing a constructive role in successive treaty
reforms that created the European Union.
Membership of the EU further bolstered institutional
and political reform in Italy. This was widely seen, at
least until recently, as necessary for the modernization
of the country. “Ce lo chiede l’Europa” (Europe is
asking us to do this) is a widely used slogan to justify
attempts to introduce change. Italians are the only
citizens in the EU to have accepted a “European tax”
in the 1990s to enable it to join the European Stability
Mechanism—a necessary step to become part of the
eurozone. Throughout and more than citizens of any
other member state, Italians continued to trust the EU
far more than their national institutions.
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THE RISE OF EUROSKEPTICISM
Skepticism toward the EU grew as Italian politics took
an increasingly anti-establishment turn under Prime
Minister Silvio Berlusconi when the country’s party
system collapsed under the dual pressure of the end of
the Cold War and the discovery of massive corruption.
The EU was not the primary target of the new parties
that emerged from the early 1990s, but gradually it
became an easy target to blame for the country’s
unsolved troubles.
Berlusconi had issues with EU “interferences” over
national matters; held no romanticism about the
role of European integration in bringing about peace,
democracy, and prosperity; and maintained a preference
for personal relationships over international institutions.
Thus, his diplomatic efforts to build friendships with
Russian President Vladimir Putin and U.S. President
George W. Bush were inversely correlated to his limited
investment in the EU.
For example, when the EU agreed upon the European
Arrest Warrant in 2002—a significant step in building
internal security in the wake of the 9/11 attacks—
Berlusconi withheld his consent until the very last
moment. Another example of little attention to EU
policymaking occurred when the euro was introduced
in 1999 and Italy saw a rapid increase in prices. While
the president of the European Commission (and former
prime minister of Italy), Romano Prodi, pointed out that
the government had omitted to create the foreseen
committees to monitor price increases,5 Berlusconi
blamed Brussels.
What is significant about this period is less the
preferences expressed by Italy on individual policy
choices than its transactional approach to EU
membership. Until then, all Italian governments
had pursued a policy of sitting at the table with the
other founding members of the EU no matter what.
Participation in the European conclave had been worth
more than winning a small battle on a particular issue.
Influence within the club was not quantifiable.
By the 2010s this priority seemed to have left the
political calculus in favor of domestic politics following
two decades of electoral volatility, frequent alternation
of governments, including technical ones, and
complicated dilemmas with Brussels. Italy had lost
prestige during the Berlusconi years, who was at the
time seen as a wild card rather than as a sign of the
times to come, and the country started to under-invest
in the EU.
In 2014 Prime Minister Matteo Renzi proposed his
colleague Federica Mogherini for the post of EU High

Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy
rather than for an economic portfolio, which would
have better reflected Italy’s core interests at the
time. Simultaneously, Renzi opposed the possibility
of his predecessor Enrico Letta being put forward as
candidate for the presidency of the European Council
for domestic political reasons.
The blame game introduced by Berlusconi in the early
2000s was an early example of what soon became
standard practice in Italy: blaming Brussels for domestic
reasons. Only the governments of Mario Monti and
Paolo Gentiloni can be exempted from this.
However, such trends are not unique to Italy. Blaming
Brussels and transactionalism in EU-level negotiations
have become prominent features in how many member
states relate to the EU.

THE END OF THE ROMANCE WITH
BRUSSELS
Political opportunism is a likely reason for blaming
Brussels. In a political system that remains in flux
since its implosion in the 1990s, with political parties
atomized, the interests of Italian political actors have
focused on seeking immediate gains and electoral
benefits. Playing the blame game with the EU was an
easy strategy.
From the perspective of Italy, however, there are a
number of concrete demands that continued to be
unaddressed by the EU and which have fuelled a sense
of abandonment and loss of solidarity, most notably
the management of migration and of the Eurozone.
These dilemmas in the relationship with the EU have
persevered regardless of the color of the government
and anti-establishment antics.
At the heart of the Mediterranean and with a weak rule
of law, Italy has been a country of transit for migration
into the EU and a destination point due to demands
of its official and unofficial labor market. The Dublin
Regulation on asylum-seeking has worked against
the country, forcing it to process the asylum demands
of refugees rescued in the Mediterranean with no
obligation for other EU countries to share the burden.
This bone of contention has been repeatedly raised by
successive governments of all stripes since the 1990s
but with close to no success. Up until 2011, it proved
impossible to include the issue of migration in the
central Mediterranean on the agenda of the European
Council.6 The lack of EU solidarity on migration issues is
one of the biggest complaints of Italians, one stronger
than an alleged rise in anti-immigrant sentiment.7
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4 The governance of the eurozone is the other field where

CONCLUSIONS

Italy has been involved in a longstanding dispute with
Brussels—even Romano Prodi famously called the
eurozone rules “stupid.”8 The historic public debt and
deficit problem that successive governments inherited
from the squandering of public finances during the
1980s has been the Sword of Damocles hanging over
every governing class since the 1990s, with Brussels
demanding reform packages designed for austerity.

Italy has been depicted as Europe’s basket case, the
‘sick man’ or ‘soft belly’ of Europe—politically fickle and
unstable, too large to fail but too difficult to save. This
bias has overlooked how, historically, the country, on the
frontier of the Cold War and geopolitically exposed at
the center of the Mediterranean, has provided stability
and positively influenced European integration.

This austerity drive proved fatal for Italy’s pro-European
elite and rhetoric. The 2011 ousting of the Berlusconi
government in favor of an austerity-mandated
technical government led by Mario Monti, a former
EU commissioner, was initially well-received.9 But its
reforms were not. This paved the way for the talk of
a “European coup” against Italian sovereignty and is
behind the ensuing electoral volatility of unprecedented
dimension in the elections of 2013 and 2018, which saw
the spectacular rise of new political forces.

The story of Italy falling out of love with the EU is uniquely
tied to its history and circumstances, yet one should
not underestimate the extent to which the country’s ills
have actually become Europe’s new normal. Italy has
pioneered the rise of euroskeptic politics and parties,
which are now challenging the EU status quo across
Europe. The transactionalist approach to the EU that
Berlusconi embraced is also becoming a mainstream
way for governments to interact with Brussels,
regardless of their pro- or anti-EU preferences.

Political dynamics and the power balance within the
EU have also not worked in Italy’s favor. European
integration has largely been pushed by alliances of
countries working together on building common
positions. The Franco-German axis has been at the
heart of this, but with successive enlargements the EU
has seen the emergence of other influential groups,
such as the Nordic cooperation, the Visegrad Four,
and the Hanseatic League. Mediterranean states have
seldom joined forces in a similar way, even if some of
their challenges are shared.

Below the surface of political tit-for-tats and blame
games, however, lie deeper issues that pertain to
the purpose of the EU in providing policy guidance
and political solidarity within Europe. These are the
governance of Europe’s economy and economic
convergence across the continent, and the management
of migratory flows. Both issues are central to the
European integration project. Large numbers of
disaffected citizens in any member state need to be
seriously addressed. When such trends of disaffection
occur in a large founding member of the EU, it is likely to
become a political question for all countries, especially
if it affects the union’s decision-making.

The longstanding belief in Italy that the national system
is broken has thus been joined by a disillusionment in
what the EU can offer to support Italians. All of this has
taken place against a backdrop of economic recession,
fear of uncontrolled immigration, brain drain, and the
emigration of youth, who continue to have little trust
in the future. This is what lies behind Italy’s current
disenchantment with the EU.

For all its responsibilities and faults, Italy’s struggles
with the EU’s management of migration and the
economy are emblematic of dilemmas that pertain to
other countries as well. These have become endemic
to the EU as a whole. Addressing them would be in the
interest of not just Italy, but the entire Union.

Immigration and Refugees in Italy, More in Common.
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JOINING FORCES IN THE MERCATOR EUROPEAN DIALOGUE
Stiftung Mercator is a private and independent
foundation. Through its work it strives for a society characterized by openness to the world, solidarity and equal opportunities. In this context it
concentrates on strengthening Europe; increasing
the educational success of disadvantaged children
and young people, especially those of migrant origin; driving forward climate change mitigation and
promoting science and the humanities. Stiftung

Mercator symbolizes the connection between academic expertise and practical project experience.
One of Germany’s leading foundations, it is active
both nationally and internationally. Stiftung Mercator feels a strong sense of loyalty to the Ruhr
region, the home of the founding family and the
foundation’s headquarters.

The King Baudouin Foundation’s mission is to
contribute to a better society. The Foundation is
an actor for change and innovation, serving the
public interest and increasing social cohesion in
Belgium and Europe. We seek to maximize our
impact by strengthening the capacity of organizations and individuals. We also stimulate effective
philanthropy by individuals and corporations. The
Foundation’s key values are integrity, transparency,
pluralism, independence, respect for diversity, and
promoting solidarity.

The Foundation’s current areas of activity are poverty and social justice, philanthropy, health, civic
engagement, developing talents, democracy, European integration, heritage and development cooperation.

The German Marshall Fund of the United States
(GMF) strengthens transatlantic cooperation on
regional, national, and global challenges and opportunities in the spirit of the Marshall Plan. GMF
contributes research and analysis and convenes
leaders on transatlantic issues relevant to policymakers. GMF offers rising leaders opportunities
to develop their skills and networks through transatlantic exchange, and supports civil society in
the Balkans and Black Sea regions by fostering
democratic initiatives, rule of law, and regional cooperation.

Founded in 1972 as a non-partisan, non-profit
organization through a gift from Germany as
a permanent memorial to Marshall Plan assistance, GMF maintains a strong presence on both sides of the Atlantic. In addition to
its headquarters in Washington, DC, GMF has offices in Berlin, Paris, Brussels, Belgrade, Ankara,
Bucharest, and Warsaw. GMF also has smaller representations in Bratislava, Turin, and Stockholm.

The Istituto Affari Internazionali (IAI) was founded
on 11 October 1965 on the initiative of Altiero Spinelli. The Institute's main objective is to promote
an understanding of the problems of international politics through studies, research, meetings
and publications, with the aim of increasing the
opportunities of all countries to move in the direction of supranational organization, democratic
freedom and social justice (IAI Bylaws, Article 1).
It's main research areas include: EU Institutions

and Politics, the EU's Global Role, Turkey and the
Neighborhood, International Political Economy,
Mediterranean and Middle East, Transatlantic
Relations, Security and Defence, Italian Foreign
Policy, Energy. A non-profit organization, the IAI is
funded by individual and corporate members, public and private organizations, major international
foundations, and by a standing grant from the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

The Barcelona Centre for International Affairs (CIDOB) is an independent and plural think tank based
in Barcelona, dedicated to the study, research and
analysis of international affairs. Created in 1973 as
an International Documentation Centre of Barcelona, it is a private foundation since 1979.
CIDOB promotes global governance and
good practices – based on local, national and
European democratic government – to ensu-

re that people possess the basic elements to
live their lives free from fear and in liberty, by
facilitating a dialogue that includes all diversities
and which actively defends human rights and
gender equality. CIDOB is a dynamic community
of analytics that works to produce and offer to all
political actors – from individual citizens to international organizations – information and ideas to
formulate and promote policies for a more secure,
free and fair world for everyone.

ELIAMEP is an independent, non-profit and policy-oriented research and training institute.
It neither expresses, nor represents, any
specific political party view. It is only
devoted to the right of free and well-documented
discourse.

ELIAMEP’s mission is to provide a forum
for public debate on issues of European
integration and international relations to
conduct scientific research that contributes to a
better informed and documented knowledge of
the European and international environment.

The King Baudouin Foundation is a public benefit
foundation. The Foundation was set up in 1976 on
the occasion of the 25th anniversary of King Baudouin's reign.
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